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AUTO QUIESCE 
BACKGROUND 

1. Field 

5 This disclosure relates to multimaster systems, more particularly to the handling of 

errors in multimaster systems to avoid error propagation, 

2. Background 

Most computing devices are multimaster devices. A computing device is any device 
that has a central processor or controller, memory and can perform some function or task. 

10 This includes, but is not limited to, personal computers, most electronic equipment, 

communications equipment and accessories. A multimaster system is any system that has 
more than one master. A master is any device that can address other devices using one or 
more communications buses. Examples include, but again are not limited to, central 
processing units (CPUs), Network Interface Controllers (NIC), direct memory access (DMA) 

15 controllers. For example, a DMA controller is a master because it can generate read and write 
transactions to targets such as memory. 

When several masters exist in a system, errors can propagate from one master to the 
other. For example, if an error occurs in a multimaster system a processor is notified of the 
error, typically by an interrupt request. In current systems, other masters in the system may 

20 be unaware of the error. Another master may attempt to work with the same component that 
generated the error, and receive the same error, or bad data without notification of the error. 
This propagates bad data and/or the error to the next master. The asynchronous nature of 
these events, make it difficult or impossible to properly diagnose the originating problem. 

This causes problems on the local level, within that computing device. There exists a 

25 fair bit of latency between when the interrupt occurs, and when the notified processor decodes 
the error and handles it. During this time, other masters may experience the same error, or 
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propagate wrong data. This problem is magnified when considering networked devices, 
where the error may actually be passed from one device to another across the network. This 
can result in unbounded errors and unpredictable results. 

SUMMARY 

One aspect of the disclosure is a multimaster device. The multimaster device has a set 
of masters and at least one target. At least one bus provides connection between the masters 
and the targets. A system controller provides connectivity between the various busses and 
interfaces, and possibly other functions such as DMA engine or interrupt controller. When an 
error or interrupt occurs, the system controller determines if this is one that triggers the 
10 automatic quiescing of the preselected masters. If it is such an error, the system controller 
quiesces selected masters from the set of all possible masters. The system controller 
simultaneously generates an interrupt to one of the processors in the system. This processor 
may be known as the system error processor. A system error processor then clears the error 
condition and the masters are re-enabled. 
l5 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The invention may be best understood by reading the disclosure with reference to the 
drawings, wherein: 

Figure 1 shows one embodiment of a multimaster device, in accordance with the 
invention. 

20 Figure 2 shows one embodiment of a system controller for a multimaster device, in 

accordance with the invention. 

Figure 3 shows one embodiment of an interface between a system controller and a 
central processing unit for a multimaster device, in accordance with the invention. 

Figure 4 shows one embodiment of a logic diagram for an auto quiesce signal in a 
25 multimaster device, in accordance with the invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS 

As the term is used here, a multimaster system or device is one that includes more 
than one master. A master is a component of the device that can address other devices using 
one or more communications buses. Examples include, but are not limited to, central 
processing units (CPUs), peripheral component interconnect (PCI) controllers such as an 
Ethernet controller with a PCI interconnect, direct memory access (DMA) controllers, 
memory scanner controllers as well as controllers added through expansion slots on the 
input/output, processor, or memory busses of a system. Masters address targets, which are 
any components that can be read from or written to. A multimaster device has a set of 
masters, where the set includes at least two masters. 

As mentioned previously, an error can occur in any one of the transactions between a 
master and a target. Errors could include a parity error on a memory transaction, etc. 
Typically, when an error occurs, the target of a write transaction communicates the error to 
the error CPU via interrupt. Since the error CPU may not be the master of the transaction, the 
master will be unaware of the problem, and continue operation. The target error is not 
reported to all the masters in the system, so another master may read the bad data and bad 
data will propagate, possibly onto the network in the form of a corrupted packet. 

In general, an approach that centralizes and synchronizes the error handling can 
overcome some of these problems. If mechanisms existed to quiesce all masters except the 
designated system error processor, the system error processor can handle the error before 
other masters in the system have an opportunity to propagate errors or bad data. In addition, 
in the case of a network device, it prevents error propagation across the network to other 
devices. 

A block diagram of one embodiment of a multimaster device with auto quiesce is 
shown in Figure 1. The multimaster device 10 has a system controller 12. The system 
controller has an interface with the central processing unit 14. It must be noted that while the 
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CPU shown here is implied to be two CPUs, it may actually contain one or more processors. 
In addition, the system controller 12 is connected to an input/output (I/O) bus 16, two PCI 
buses 18, 20, connected to Ethernet controllers 22 and 24, and a memory 28. 

This particular embodiment is for discussion purposes only. No limitations on the 

5 scope of the invention are intended, nor should they be implied. The auto quiesce process is 
handled in this embodiment by the system controller 12. One embodiment of the controller is 
shown in more detail in Figure 2. The system controller essentially manages all of the 
functions of the device, including interface with the CPU. As can be seen, this particular 
embodiment has a memory interface 32. The system controller includes a PCI controller for 

10 each of the two PCI buses from Figure 1, controllers 36 and 38. For ease of reference, the 
corresponding PCI busses will be referred to as PCI-A and PCI-B, respectively. 

The system controller will also include an interrupt controller 50 as well as a CPU 
interface 56 to one or more CPUs, such as that shown at 14 in Figure 1 . The primary activity 
of this interface is to check coherency for data movement within the system controller as well 

15 as to transfer instructions and data between the processor and the system-supported 

memories. This interface can operate as a slave responding to CPU transactions and as a 
master generating address-only transactions for cache coherency checks. 

This system controller could be implemented in several ways. For example, several 
other types of interfaces could be included, including DMA interfaces, input/output bus 

20 interfaces, etc. Further, the physical implementation could vary. In the example above, the 
system controller is an application specific integrated circuit (ASIC). This is not intended to 
limit scope of the invention, but is merely to aid in understanding of the invention. The ASIC 
of Figure 2 would include all of the necessary interfaces to the various busses used in the 
system, as well as the CPU interface 56. 

25 Figure 3 shows a more detailed diagram of one embodiment of the CPU interface 56, 

with associated bus layouts. In typical operation, a master may initiate a transaction in the 
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following manner. The initiating master, such as an Ethernet controller on PCI-A generates a 
write transaction to memory. Internal to the system controller, an arbiter arbitrates among the 
various masters to give access to all the targets connected through the system controller. 

However, in the case of an error, application of the invention will intentionally stop 
granting access to a list of selected masters, thus these masters have been quiesced. The CPU 
which is notified of the error must not be quiesced. The CPU can then safely handle the 
error. The actual handling of the error and resumption of normal operation is outside the 
scope of this disclosure. Figure 4 shows a flowchart of the process for automatically 
quiescing the masters to prevent propagation of the error. 

For purposes of this discussion, the signal which indicated that there is an error 
somewhere in the device will be referred to as an error message. It is possible that a system 
controller may refer to this type of signal as something other, such as an interrupt. At 70, the 
error signal is generated. Typically, this will occur at one of the targets being address by a 
master, either for a read or write operation. 

The error message will then be passed back to the system controller 12 from Figure 1 
at 72. It should be noted that the system controller 12 capable of being in connection with all 
of the various components shown in Figures 2 and 3. The connection may not be live' at any 
one time, as one of the other components on a shared bus may have control of the bus, but 
each component has the capability of communicating directly with the system controller to 
relay an interrupt signal. 

Up until this point, this process was occurring strictly in 'hardware' in that the 
interrupt was generated by hardware and passed back to the system controller in accordance 
with the particular bus protocol used. Based upon this invention, software running on a CPU 
during system initialization will have configured the system controller specifying which 
interrupts will automatically quiesce which masters. 
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The preconfigured system controller then determines if the error message received is 
one that triggers auto quiesce at 74. If the error message received is not one that triggers auto 
quiesce, then operations continue at 76. If the error message received is one that triggers auto 
quiesce, the auto quiesce is then sent for the selected masters at 78. The actual mechanisms 
5 to cause quiesce are discussed in more detail later 

The masters selected to be quiesced might vary from error message to error message. 
For example, some error messages may occur only from certain targets and only masters that 
work with those targets may need to be quiesced. In another example, the error may be one 
that only requires certain masters to be quiesced. For example, the error may only affect 
^10 DMA controllers, or PCI controllers. Generally, the selected masters will be subset of the set 
rfj of masters in the multimaster system. 

rfi Once the selected masters are quiesced, the error will be handled at 80. Handling the 

3i error will probably involve one of the CPUs. Whichever processor is designated to handle 

Si the error is referred to here as the system error processor. For example, in one example of an 
□ 15 error message, the error message is an interrupt. The interrupt line to the system rises to a 
H high voltage level and the system controller detects the high signal. It then passes an 

interrupt on to the processor. When the processor clears the error that caused the interrupt, 
the system controller will then re-enable the masters. The clearing of the error may be 
detected when the interrupt signal goes low, or if the interrupt registers on the system 
20 controller are cleared. 

The actual mechanisms to cause the masters to quiesce can be of many and varied 
approaches. However, as an aid to understanding the invention, an extension can be made of 
the example discussed above with regard to Figure 3. When an interrupt results in a quiesce 
operation, the system controller could cause the arbiter 62 to prevent grants to the selected 
25 masters in the system. Typically, this will be done with some sort of signal changing state 
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between the system controller and the arbiter. This in effect freezes the selected masters as 
they cannot read from nor write to any targets without receiving the necessary grants. 

The discussion up to this point has been very specific to the examples set out in 
Figures 1, 2 and 3. However, the application of the invention is not restricted to this 
particular implementation or architecture. Generally, application of the invention will result 
in auto quiesce of all the masters in a multimaster device, except the system error processor. 
Further, while the examples above included multiple targets and several different busses, they 
are not necessary. This invention could be applied to any multimaster device with two or 
more masters, at least one target and at least one bus allowing the masters to address the 
target. 

Similarly, while the system error processor in the above example is a microprocessor, 
it is possible that other types of components could act as the system error processor. The 
term system error processor as used here is applied to any master given the responsibility of 
handling the error. 

As mentioned above, the decision as to what level of error triggers the quiesce process 
would typically be implemented in software. The software would more than likely be 
executed by a processor, allowing for maximum flexibility, but a system controller could be 
hardwired by design specifying which interrupts cause what masters to be quiesced. 

Since the error conditions that trigger auto quiesce could change, the software could 
be upgraded to include new errors to trigger auto quiesce or remove old errors that used to 
trigger auto quiesce, but are no longer necessary. This may occur with changes to the system 
architecture, replacement of certain components in the field, etc. For example, a new 
component residing on a PCI bus may be added to the system, and the interrupts generated by 
that component may be added to those that cause auto quiesce. This could be done by 
convention, where a device of a certain type has already been preprogrammed to have a 
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certain interrupt mapped to a certain pin. When the new device is inserted and identified, the 
interrupt will be mapped to a certain pin by convention. 

Thus, although there has been described to this point a particular embodiment for a 
method and apparatus for auto quiesce in a multimaster device, it is not intended that such 
specific references be considered as limitations upon the scope of this invention except in-so- 
far as set forth in the following claims. 
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